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��� THE HORROR OF HURRICANE iiliji Katrina unfolded on our television 
set, my wife Kathie and I both said, "We've 
got to do something!" 
Soon I was on the phone with Chad 
Fetzer, a fellow Furman graduate, asking 
if the church where he is associate pastor, 
Northwest Baptist in Ardmore, Okla., 
could take the lead in putting a team 
together to go to the coast. I did not 
call Chad because he is a Furman grad, 
but because he is a go-to guy in times 
like these. 
The next thing I knew, Chad and 
I were off to the Gulf Coast with a pickup 
truck, a church van and four other volun­
teers. Our team was equipped to do 
debris removal and had packed every­
thing from a heavy, not-so-portable 
generator to a six-pack of chainsaws. 
We also had food, water and supplies 
so that we were self-contained; that is, 
we could sleep and eat in our vehicles 
if need be. And we brought relief goods, 
including an odd assortment of bleach, 
dog food, canned goods, diapers, 
personal hygiene items and charcoal. 
To say that we were flying by the seat 
of our pants would be putting it mildly. 
Somewhere between Oklahoma 
and Mississippi, our destination changed 
from Bayou La Batre, Ala., to Gulfport, 
Miss. We were working in collaboration 
with the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, 
of which I am the Oklahoma coordinator. 
What we really wanted to do was to 
go where we could be of the most help. 
By Friday, September 16, Gulfport was 
that place. 
JUST BELOW JACKSON, WE BEGAN 
to see wind damage. By the time we 
reached Hattiesburg, things started 
looking really ugly. When we entered 
Gulfport and headed toward the beach, 
we saw that the destruction had become 
apocalyptic. 
Cars and boats were stacked like 
pickup sticks. In some neighborhoods, 
there were more trees down than stand­
ing. Along the beach road it was as if 
a giant hand had wiped all the homes, 
hotels, restaurants and casinos off 
their foundations. Just off the beach 
the buildings that were still standing 
had suffered extensive roof and window 
damage - not to mention the internal 
havoc that a 30-foot storm surge can 
create. 
One couple living near the beach 
told us their story of trying to ride out 
the storm. As the water rose higher in 
their house, they climbed to the attic with 
their two dogs. Eventually the attic filled, 
and they believed that they were going 
to die. Then, miraculously, their roof split, 
and they were able to grab onto a mat­
tress and let the water carry them to 
safety. They told us their story to warn 
others not to try what they had done. 
We eventually found our way to 
Bayou View Baptist Church, where we 
slept in a second floor Sunday school 
room. The rest of the church had been 
flooded by three feet of seawater and 
raw sewage. 
We spent the better part of our first 
day helping strip the sanctuary and 
classrooms of everything. The place 
was a mess; mold was creeping up the 
walls, and mold spores mixed with the 
sewage residue created a toxic work 
environment. Once the church buildings 
were empty, we began cutting out the 
"wetwall" (as it was no longer drywall) 
and insulation. 
The next day was Sunday. Services 
were planned for 7 a.m. in the gym, which 
had suffered the least amount of damage. 
Folks who had been cleaning out their 
own homes all week arrived to see their 
church turned inside out. Pews, hymn 
books, Bibles, furniture, toys and other 
damaged items were piled high on the 
street. The shell-shocked congregants 
made their way through it all and into 
the gym. Try as they could, though, 
the mood was somber, and it was 
difficult for them to really worship. 
From there our team went to an 
African-American church that had been 
heavily damaged. We arrived at Grace 
Temple Baptist Church to find a building 
with half a roof. The Rev. Rossie Francis 
was there, spray-painting a sign on a 
piece of what had been the roof, inviting 
his congregation to worship at the asso­
ciational office at 9:45. He invited us 
to join them. 
(Little did we know that while we 
were at that service, Bill Clinton would 
make a surprise visit to the Bayou View 
church to survey the damage. And the 
next day, President Bush's motorcade 
rode past us - but didn't stop to help 
us cut trees.) 
What an experience we had with the 
congregation of Grace Temple. Although 
most of the members had lost not only 
their homes but their jobs, they held 
a Thanksgiving service! They were 
grateful just to be alive, and their pastor 
challenged them to continue to minister 
to their community. 
BYTTHOMAS 
They had already turned the part 
of their church building that still had 
a roof into a feeding center and distri­
bution point. The little they had, they 
were giving away. We decided then 
and there that we would work with 
them for the rest of our time in Gulfport. 
The relief items we had brought from 
Oklahoma went to their church, as did 
the money we had brought to help 
the most needy families. 
MOST OF OUR DAYS WERE SPENT 
assisting families with little or no insur­
ance. We cut trees and removed them 
from people's houses. We emptied 
homes and yards of debris and dragged 
it to the street. We listened to stories 
and gave out a lot of hugs and sympathy. 
With two pastors along, we also did 
a fair amount of praying and counseling. 
At night we talked and listened to each 
other - and worked though our own 
sense of inadequacy in the face of 
so much destruction and misery. 
Perhaps the best parts of our expe­
rience were the little stories. Take Mary 
Ann Duncan. She and a few members 
of her Presbyterian church in Jackson 
decided that they wanted to do some­
thing, so they made lunch - for 200 
people. They packed it up and took it 
down to Gulfport, where we found them 
in the parking lot of a severely damaged 
elementary school. They were just a few 
women trying to do something, but what 
a difference they made that day to the 
hungry people they fed. 
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Two guys came by in a minivan one 
day as we were cutting pine trees in Bill 
Hall's yard. The temperature was well 
into the 90s; it was muggy, and we were 
running low on water. The young men 
stopped and asked, "Need some cold 
water?" Then they tossed us some 
chilled cans. We didn't get their names, 
but we will remember their kindness. 
And there was Gary, from Orlando, 
Fla. It had been a long afternoon, and 
we had just finished cutting up several 
enormous trees in Butch Hellner's yard. 
We were down to the trunks, but our 
chainsaws were too small to finish the 
job. Even if we could have cut them up, 
we wouldn't have been able to carry the 
heavy pieces to the street. 
Then, just at the right time, along 
came Gary with his front-end loader 
and big chainsaw, saying, "Can I hep ya?" 
In no time the logs were cut and on the 
street. 
Somewhere along the way, I thought 
about T.C. Smith, one of my religion pro­
fessors at Furman. Although he was just 
one person, he decided to do something 
in his day, and he wound up marching 
with Dr. King in Selma in 1965. 
It was people like T.C. Smith who 
helped Chad Fetzer and me understand 
that everybody can do something. In 
fact, I once asked Chad about his time 
at Furman. He told me that his days 
on campus had been life-changing. 
"The Furman experience showed me 
a new way of life different from my pro­
vincial, Midwest upbringing," said Chad, 
a native of Oklahoma and a 1 990 grad­
uate. "Words like empathy, compassion 
and justice have new, expanded mean­
ing for me after Furman." 
Furman helped Chad and me learn 
that one person can make a difference. 
And when you put two or more Furman 
people together, well, maybe they can 
even help push back the sea! 
Charles Frank "T" Thomas '71, a native 
of Georgia, worked overseas as a mission­
ary for 26 years before returning to the 
United States in 2000. In 2001 Furman 
presented him the Richard Furman 
Baptist Heritage Award, which recognizes 
a graduate who reflects Baptist ideals 
by "thinking critically, living compas­
sionately and making life-changing 
commitments." T and his wife, Kathie 
Brown Thomas '70, Jive in Norman, Okla. 
One of their five daughters, Andi '07, 
is co-founder with her father of His Nets, 
a non-profit organization that fights 
malaria in Africa. 
Clockwise from far left: Trees were 
uprooted throughout the Gulfport 
area; team members sometimes found 
themselves in precarious positions 
when removing trees from roofs; 
Chad Fetzer leads a group in prayer 
before beginning work at Miss Joyce's 
home; amid the damage, a poignant 
tableau of items that survived the storm; 
Grace Temple Baptist Church may have 
lost its roof, but its services went on. 
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FURMAN COMMUNITY DOES ITS PART FOR KATRINA RELIEF 
AS DID COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES THROUGHOUT 
the country, Furman launched a variety of relief projects 
in response to the devastation caused by Hurricane Katrina. 
Fourteen freshmen and transfers whose college plans 
were suddenly altered by the hurricane were able, with the 
help of the Admissions Office, to make last-minute arrange­
ments and enroll at Furman this fall. Thirteen had been 
scheduled to attend Tulane University and one the University 
of New Orleans. 
Freshman Orientation began at Furman September 6, 
but the university opened its residence halls early to students 
and their families who were forced to evacuate. Several 
families took advantage of the offer. 
After the storm, the Furman community quickly moved 
to hold collections at faculty meetings, student programs, 
the campus-wide Activities Fair and the opening football game 
against Samford. Students were given the opportunity to 
contribute the cost of a dining hall meal to relief efforts, and 
the Heller Collegiate Educational Service Corps sponsored 
a "Jeopardy!" game, with student government leaders as 
contestants, to raise additional funds. Fraternities, sororities 
and other campus groups also sponsored programs that 
brought in money, school supplies and other needed items. 
The music department donated proceeds from a faculty 
recital in October to disaster relief, and the library col lected 
stuffed animals and books for children who had been evacuated 
to Greenville. In addition, Furman developed plans for a group 
of faculty, staff and students to travel to the Gulf Coast during 
Thanksgiving break to assist in relief efforts. 
The university also set up a program through which alumni 
can make donations to Katrina relief through Furman. A forum 
on the Alumni Association Web page (www.alumni.furman.edu) 
allowed alumni to share information about how to provide 
housing or other assistance to those affected by the storm. 
T Thomas' account of his group's experiences in Gulfport 
is just one example of the contributions by Furman alumni 
and friends to the victims of Katrina. For other stories, 
visit the Alumni Association Web page and follow the links. 
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